University of Wollongong

Research Online
University of Wollongong Thesis Collection
1954-2016

University of Wollongong Thesis Collections

2009

Cultural transformation and modernity: a Samoan case study
Deborah Colleen Gough
University of Wollongong, gough@uow.edu.au

Follow this and additional works at: https://ro.uow.edu.au/theses
University of Wollongong
Copyright Warning
You may print or download ONE copy of this document for the purpose of your own research or study. The University
does not authorise you to copy, communicate or otherwise make available electronically to any other person any
copyright material contained on this site.
You are reminded of the following: This work is copyright. Apart from any use permitted under the Copyright Act
1968, no part of this work may be reproduced by any process, nor may any other exclusive right be exercised,
without the permission of the author. Copyright owners are entitled to take legal action against persons who infringe
their copyright. A reproduction of material that is protected by copyright may be a copyright infringement. A court
may impose penalties and award damages in relation to offences and infringements relating to copyright material.
Higher penalties may apply, and higher damages may be awarded, for offences and infringements involving the
conversion of material into digital or electronic form.
Unless otherwise indicated, the views expressed in this thesis are those of the author and do not necessarily
represent the views of the University of Wollongong.

Recommended Citation
Gough, Deborah Colleen, Cultural transformation and modernity: a Samoan case study, Doctor of
Philosophy thesis, Centre for Asia Pacific Social Transformation Studies and School of Social Sciences,
Media and Communication - Faculty of Arts, University of Wollongong, 2009. https://ro.uow.edu.au/
theses/3090

Research Online is the open access institutional repository for the University of Wollongong. For further information
contact the UOW Library: research-pubs@uow.edu.au

CULTURAL TRANSFORMATION AND MODERNITY:
A SAMOAN CASE STUDY

A thesis submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for the award of the
degree
Doctor of Philosophy
from
University of Wollongong
by
Deborah Colleen Gough BAppSc, GradDipAdEd, MSocChgDev(Dist)

Centre for Asia Pacific Social Transformation Studies and School of Social
Sciences, Media & Communication

2009

CERTIFICATION

I, Deborah Colleen Gough, declare that this thesis, submitted in fulfillment of
the requirements for the award Doctor of Philosophy in the School of Social
Sciences, Media and Communication, University of Wollongong, is wholly my
own work unless otherwise referenced or acknowledged. The document has
not been submitted for qualifications at any other academic institution.

Deborah Colleen Gough
31 August 2009

ii

CONTENTS
CERTIFICATION .................................................................................................... II
TABLES, FIGURES & ILLUSTRATIONS .............................................................V
GLOSSARY OF SAMOAN WORDS ...................................................................VII
ABSTRACT .............................................................................................................. IX
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS .................................................................................... XI
CHAPTER 1: A ‘LIVED-IN’ CULTURE ..................................................................1
CHAPTER 2: MOBILITY, AN ANCIENT ISLANDER CHARACTERISTIC ....21
2.1 Engaging the “Global” ...................................................................................................22
2.2 Pacific Globalisation ......................................................................................................26
2.3 Samoa’s Response to Globalisation ..............................................................................29
CHAPTER 3: SOJOURNS, CIRCULATION, SETTLEMENT ...........................57
3.1 Mapping Migration........................................................................................................58
3.2 Creating Transnational Community.............................................................................63
3.3 Sustaining Transnational Community..........................................................................72
CHAPTER 4: CULTURAL TRANSFORMATION & REPRESENTATION.....110
4.1 The Reciprocity Cycle .................................................................................................112
4.2 Fa’amatai: from the Spiritual to the Fiscal? ...............................................................128
4.3 Points of Susceptibility: Fault Lines Appear .............................................................140

iii

CHAPTER 5: MIGRATION MOTIVATION .......................................................149
5.1 Early Migration: Duty or Adventure Bound.............................................................153
5.2 Mid-phase Migration: from the Collectivism to Individualism................................158
5.3 Contemporary Migration: Mixing It Up! ..................................................................169
CHAPTER 6: CONNECTIVITY, IDENTITY, BELONGING &
SAMOANNESS ......................................................................................................179
6.1 Place of Birth, Migration Motivation, The Era of Migration ..................................181
6.2 The Migration Pathway...............................................................................................188
6.3 Size and Pre-existing Identity of ‘Receiving’ Community........................................190
6.4 Shifting or Multiple Identity: Moving Between Selves ............................................195
6.5 Torn Identity: When “Samoan In The Heart” Might Not Be Enough ...................203
CHAPTER 7: YOUTH CULTURE, THE STATE OF ‘INBETWEENNESS’ ....207
7.1 Hip-hop: Alienation or Cultural Expression? ...........................................................208
7.2 Gang Membership .......................................................................................................219
CHAPTER 8: A FATAL BLOW?...........................................................................237
BIBLIOGRAPHY...................................................................................................246
APPENDIX.............................................................................................................254

iv

TABLES, FIGURES & ILLUSTRATIONS

Figure 1: Map of South Pacific highlighting The Polynesian Triangle (Source:Polynesian
Cultural Center http://polynesia.com/samoa/island-map.html)......................................3
Figure 2: Interviewee Demographic Data .............................................................. 13
Figure 3: John Pule (1995) Lithograph “Migration” (Source: The Contemporary Pacific, Vol
15, Issue 1: 74) ............................................................................................. 21
Figure 4: An ancient Polynesian canoe (Source: Pacific Islanders in Communication (PICCOM)
1998) ......................................................................................................... 33
Figure 5: Samoan winger, Lome Fa’atua’s pe’a during the World Cup in Australia, 2003
(Source: Samoa Online http://www.wsamoa.ws/index.php?m=52) ............................... 51
Figure 6: GDP Per Capita Variance across the Pacific Island Countries, c 1999 (Adapted from
World Bank, 2006) ......................................................................................... 60
Figure 7: Population Figures (Adapted from Connell, 2005) ....................................... 61
Figure 8: Village setting showing the traditional fale in the foreground with the ever
increasing in popularity papalagi-style house behind (Source: Author).......................... 80
Figure 9: Remittance Transfers to Samoa (Adapted from ADB, 2005) ............................ 84
Figure 10: A typical faletele in a village setting in Samoa (Source: Author)....................121
Figure 11: A formal lounge room in which an interview was conducted (Source: Author)...122
Figure 12: Slogan on T-Shirt worn by Samoans in New Zealand (Source: Interviewee) .......140
Figure 13: Village roadside fundraising stand to support a church. The sign reads, “BBQ $5”.
(Source: Author)...........................................................................................164
Figure 14: Samoan “Street Fashion” New Zealand (Source: Te Ara Encyclopedia of New
Zealand http://www.teara.govt.nz/en/samoans/4/2#breadcrumbtop) ..........................179
Figure 15: Detail of Victor’s pe’a (Source: Author) .................................................185
Figure 16: Darwin-based Sunameke Dance Troup with members from across the Pacific
(Source: Oceanic Connections Conference
http://www.hawaii.edu/cpis/dance/gallery/sunameke.htm) ......................................191
Figure 17: Taualuga being performed at Darwin’s Samoan Independence Day celebrations,
2006 (Source: Author)....................................................................................193
Figure 18: Boo-Yaa T.R.I.B.E (Source: Huey
http://www.mtv.com/music/artist/boo_yaa_tribe/artist.jhtml#bio) .............................209

v

Figure 19: King Kapisi outside Victoria University (Source: Te Ara Encyclopedia of New
Zealand http://www.teara.govt.nz/NewZealanders/NewZealandPeoples/Samoans/5/ENZResources/Standard/5/en) ...............................................................................212
Figure 20: NiuZila (New Zealand) youth “wearing colours” (Source: Niu Sila 2009) ..........219
Figure 21: “Trendy” al fresco dining, Central Apia, Samoa (Source: Author) ..................223
Figure 22: At the Manhattan Club in downtown Salt Lake City, Pacific Islanders flashed gang
symbols and both traditional and gang-related tattoos. (Source: Sullivan 2005) ..............229
Figure 23: Family Support and Youth Leadership Centre, Tacoma, Washington State, USA
(Source: Author)...........................................................................................231

vi

GLOSSARY OF SAMOAN WORDS
The words included in this list are those only that appear in the text of this
thesis. They are generally as explained to me by those Samoans I met during
my study. Alternatively I came to understand the meaning of these words via
the work of others studying in the field. Where this is the case their
contribution is acknowledged in the text.

‘Aiga

family

‘Aiga potopoto

extended family

Afakasi

term to describe child of mixed parentage, ‘half-cast’

Ala

established mobility pathways

Ali’i

‘high chief’

Alofa

love

Fa’aaloalo

respect

Fa’alavelave

obligation to meet an occasion such as funeral

Fa’amatai

the way of the chiefs (responsible for polity)

Fa’apalagi

following European ways

Fa’aSamoa

the ‘Samoan Way’, Samoan culture

Fa’ataupati

Slap or mosquito dance

Fale tele

customary meetinghouse, also faletele

Fale

traditional dwelling

Fiafia

celebration

‘Ie toga

fine mats

Lapa lapa

high-energy Samoan dance

Malaga

formal journey, visiting group

Maliu

funeral

Malu

female tattoo above the knee
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Mana

spirit, spiritual awareness, divine power

Matai

head of ‘aiga (colloquially called ‘chief’)

Nuu

village

Pakea

New Zealand Maori for non- Maori person

Palagi

European, foreigner, white person, also pa’apalagi

Pe’a

traditional male tattoo from waist to knee

Siva

dance

Suegatupe

fundraising for a specific occasion

Tafao

to wander (about)

Tala

Samoan dollar (roughly 50 AUD cents)

Tamali’i

high chief/s, also ali’i

Tatau

tattoo

Taualuga

final siva (dance)

Taulima

tattoo on upper arm

Taupou

daughter of a high chief

Tautua

to provide service

Tufuga

tattooist (traditional)

Tulafale

orator/s chief

Usita’i

obedience

Va’a

social space related to place, distance and connection
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ABSTRACT
Understanding the impact of global influences on the ‘local’ is fundamental to
the study of social and cultural transformation. Using Samoa as a case study
this research seeks to engage in this debate by critiquing the impact of
contemporary globalisation on an indigenous culture. Samoa was chosen as a
case study because of its global engagement and because its culture, fa’aSamoa,
is celebrated for resilience. The Samoan people, like many Pacific Islanders,
are renowned for their mobility. After World War II sojourns turned into
more permanent journeys, however, when increasing numbers of Samoans
responded to offshore opportunities. What resulted was the formation of a
vibrant Samoan community across the Pacific Rim. Exploring the nexus
between this ‘transnational corporation of kin’ and the impact on
contemporary Samoan society is at the core of this thesis. In so doing this
study engages with broader debates around development, modernity and
cultural transformation.
The primary research data for the study was gathered through interviews with
Samoans in New Zealand, Australia, USA and Samoa. Interview questions
centered on migration history and motivation, identity, life in the diaspora and
cultural changes. Supplementary data was sourced via public internet sites,
artwork, novels, poetry, music, documentary film and newspapers. In order to
critique cultural change, whereby teasing out points of tension and
negotiation, I examined what were judged to be indicative areas of
susceptibility: the traditional system of governance, fa’amatai, the shifts in
motivations behind people’s decision to migrate and changes around personal,
group and community identity.
The findings are detailed in four chapters focusing on changing forms of
cultural enactment, shifts in motivation behind emigration, issues of identity
and a specific chapter on youth ‘inbetweenness’. Complexity has increased
across all sectors of the Samoan community. In particular the fa’matai
governance system is under increasing pressure, with some questioning its
capacity to negotiate the added burden. Most, however, continued to express
confidence, pointing to its on-going flexibility and increasing openness. Given
ix

the centrality of this system to fa’aSamoa the implications are highly
significant. The impact of shifting attitudes and behaviour around emigration,
and changing ideas about identity and ‘connectivity’ were, likewise, found to
have the potential to devastate fa’aSamoa. It is ultimately concluded, however,
that Samoans will continue their process of strategic adaptation and that
fa’aSamoa will continue to hold relevance and provide guidance.
The implications of this research go beyond the bounds of the Samoan case
study. First noted is the need to culturally contextualise studies and next, the
importance of seeking out and encompassing indigenous knowledge. There are
implications also for our understanding of development. The findings of this
study highlight the need also to recognise the ongoing place of tradition in the
lives of indigenous peoples everywhere, even those who have ‘reached’ a state
of modernity. Finally the importance of facilitating strong transnational
networks is stressed. Maintaining pathways will assist the network to remain
strong which, in turn, has implications for the economic, political and social
wellbeing of those living within it and for the region as a whole.
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